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Abstract 
 

The Internet and its psychological impact upon individuals has predominantly 

been argued to provoke addictive qualities with ‘over-users’ of the Internet, of 

which reinforcement of depression or anxiety symptoms may be compounded by 

sufferers of these mood disorders. Due to the ease of access that most people 

have to the Internet in developed countries, it is estimated that more people are 

spending longer on the Internet compared to the time spent in traditional face-to-

face social environments. This argument suggests that an ever-increasing 

number of people are becoming isolated from traditional social settings because 

of the Internet, which therefore may increase factors that lead to depression and 

anxiety symptoms.  

 

The present study offers a new theory, hypothesising that the Internet increases 

the chance of meaningful relationships and can help to improve self-confidence, 

social abilities and social support. The test hypotheses are based on the 

researchers model of Escapist Behaviour, which claims that individuals tested as 

having low level mood disorders, such as depression, anxiety and social 

fearfulness, who spend large amounts of time using specific Internet resources, 

do so as a means of ‘escape’ from reality. It is also theorised that time spent 

using the specific function of ‘chat’ on the Internet enables these users to explore 

facets of their cognitive processes and general social behaviour. When offline, 

reflection of their social experience online may lead these users to perceive 

coping with their mood disorder. 

 

The study was conducted over the Internet using a web site to recruit and test a 

self-selected global population of Internet users. 188 research subjects formed 

the online sample group, while paper and pencil tests were administered to an 

offline sample group of 27 undergraduate university students, who were regular 

Internet users. This second group was used to see if online quantitative testing 

methods raised any concerns for validity in comparison to pencil-and-paper 
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report methods. Subjects were required to complete several standardised and 

research specific questionnaires ranging from the Zung Depression Scale, 

Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales, Eysenck Personality Questionnaire – 

Revised Short Scale, Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale, Internet Use 

Questionnaire and an Internet Effect Survey. 

 

Between the offline and online sample groups of Internet users, no discerning 

difference was measured in the validity of testing subjects online or offline via 

traditional paper and pencil format. Out of 188 subjects in the online sample 

group, 117 fell into the ‘high Internet use’ category of +3 hours a day spent 

online, compared to the ‘low Internet use’ group of 71 subjects who spent less 

then 1.5 hours a day online. The high user group was found to be older and 

significantly more depressed and anxious than the low user group. The high-level 

user group also spent more time online using specific chat application programs. 

Out of the 215 research subjects in the study, it was found that 137 who use chat 

programs have a significantly lower lie scale score, which also correlated with 

significantly high levels on the Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale, suggesting that 

these users of the Internet spend longer time periods online to aid them in coping 

with social fearfulness and anxiety.  No evidence was attained in the data to 

suggest that time spent online correlates with contributing to depression, anxiety 

or social phobic disorders. However, Chat users believed that the Internet is 

psychologically beneficial to them, but also believed that frequent Internet users 

are lonely and that the Internet can be addictive. 

 

Escapist Behaviour theory put forward by the researcher resulted in the 

suggestion that this model is an entrance into the cycle of constant high-level use 

of the Internet. From the results, it is was theorised that specific use of Chat 

functions online may actually form a Social Approach Behaviour pattern, whereby 

subjects measured as socially fearful use the Internet to rehearse social 

behaviour that may help them improve interaction with offline, face-to-face, social 

environments. 


